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FOREWORD 
Since the restoration of the Sacra Infermeria in 1978/79 and its conversion into 
the beautiful Mediterranean Conference Centre - Dar il-Mediterran - we have 
received many requests from visitors for a written history of this building. 
The history of the Sacra Infermeria is documented in many publications, 
though not in one complete publication. 
Dr Paul Cassar, a noted medical historian, was approached to compile a brief 
history of the building. Dr Cassar's research on the subject has been considerable. 
He has succeeded in piecing together the fascinating story of this building in an 
interesting and worthwhile publication. 
Our sincere congratulations go to Dr Cassar for this new addition to Malta's 
history and for the pleasure and interest it will give its readers. 
JOE GRIMA M.P. 
Minister of Tourism 
October 1983. 
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INTRODUCTION 
It is not possible, in a short work like this, to write an exhaustive and detailed 
history of the Holy Infirmary . What I have tried to do here is to present a general 
account of the origin and growth of the Holy Infirmary and of how it adapted itself 
to the demands and requirements made upon it as it changed hands and functions at 
various points in time. 
I have also attempted to outline the pattern of the humanitarian services it has 
rendered to the Maltese community and to the numerous visitors from overseas who 
found shelter and solace within its walls since its erection four hundred years ago. 
It is hoped that the references given, to published and archival sources, will be 
helpful to those who wish to delve deeper into its eventful life and fortunes . 
An endeavou~ has been made to trace as many old photographs of the building 
as possible to con vey an idea of how the edifice, especially those parts of it that were 
destroyed during World War 11, appeared in its hey-day as a hospital. This task has 
not been as rewarding as one would have wished. 
I have to express my sincere thanks to all those who have helped me in my task 
particularly to Mr A. Agius Ferrante, the present Chairman of the Mediterranean 
Congress Centre, for his unfailing support, to Mr 1. Bartolo, the Operalions 
Manager of the Centre, to all the staff for the patience and cooperation invariably 
extended to me during my visits to the Holy Infirmary in search of its former layout 
and architectural features. 
Paul Cassar 
Balzan, July, 1983. 
xi 

THE ORDER OF ST JOHN OF JERUSALEM 
The Order of St John comes to Malta 
When you come upon the Mediterranean Congress Centre in Valletta, you 
are right in the core of a historical area of the city and suddenly back in another 
age. Indeed, before it assumed its present role in the social, cultural and economic 
life of Malta, this imposing architectural landmark was, for well over two 
centuries , the Sacra lnfermeria or Holy Infirmary of the Order of St John of 
Jerusalem which from the sixteenth century onwards became also known as the 
Order of the Knights of Malta. 
Although the Order has come down in history as the naval and military 
organisation that for centuries fought the corsairs of North Africa and the might of 
Turkey in the Mediterranean Sea, its original purpose was not militarism but the 
care of the sick and wounded and the relief of the poor, whence the appellation of 
Knights Hospitallers. 
The Order of St John arose out of a body of religious men who in the eleventh 
century founded a hospital in Jerusalem some time before the First Crusade 
(1096-1099) for the nursing of the sick and injured and for giving shelter and help 
to the Christian pilgrims who visited the Holy Land. Its members, who called one 
another Brother (Prater, hence the abbreviation Fra) , took for their patron saint 
John the Baptist and were vowed to celibacy and poverty. When, however, this 
nursing brotherhood developed into a military organisation, a differentiation of 
rank and duties .emerged so that by the third decade of the twelfth century the 
following classes of members were recognised:- (a) Knights who were required 
to be of noble birth and whose main function was to defend the pilgrims and the 
hospital; (a) Servants-at-arms who were military brethren but were not required 
to be of noble birth;.(c) Servants-at Office who nursed the sick, washed and fed 
them; and (d) Chaplains who administered to the spiritual needs of the Brothers 
and of the sick in hospital 
Initially the Head of the Order, who in later years (1267) bore the title of 
Grand Master,(l) was called the Master of the Hospital and Custodian of the Poor 
of Christ. Emphasis was laid on hospitalitas as being the distinguishing mark of the 
Order. The Knights of St John thus came to form the first international hospital 
organisation in history for the welfare of the poor and the service of 'our lords the 
sick' .(2) 
The knights forming the Order came from different parts of Europe and were 
grouped into the various nationalities or langues in accordance with their place of 
origin. By the time the knights came to Malta in 1530 there were eight of these 
langues - Provence, Auvergne,.France, Italy, Aragon, England, Germany and 
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The main portal of the Holy Infirmary on the North Street facade opposite the 
esplanade of Fort St Elmo. 
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Castille (with Leon and Portugal). The head of each langue held an important 
administrative office in the hierarchy of the Order. Thus the head of the French 
langue was in charge of the hospital services of the Order and was called the Grand 
Hospitaller. 
For over a century the knights ran the hospital of Jerusalem until the city was 
lost to the Saracens in 1187 and the knights had to repair to Acre. When this 
stronghold also fell to the Turks , the Order left the Holy Land and went to Cyprus 
in 1291 whence they passed to Rhodes in 1310 which they , in turn, had to give up to 
the Turks in 1522. They were then homeless for a number of years until, after a 
short stay at Viterbo in Italy , the Emperor Charles V of Spain offere~ them the 
Maltese Islands as a fief which they accepted and held up to 1798 when they 
surrendered Malta and Gozo to General Napoleon Bonaparte. 
The erection and extensions of the Holy Infinnary 
When the Knights of St John came to Malta in 1530, they established their 
headquarters at Birgu in the shadow of Fart St Angelo that juts out into the Grand 
Harbour. At Birgu they set up their infirmary in a private house until they built an 
ad hoc hospital in 1533 also at Birgu. 
In 1571 the knights transferred their seat of government from Birgu to 
Valletta. The Chapter General of the Order , held on November 7, 1574, decided 
to construct an infirmary at Valletta ' in order to provide a house for the needs of 
the sick who up to the present have been uncomfortably cared for at the infirmary 
at Birgu' ,<3) They selected a site for the new hospital at the south-eastern side of 
the city along that section of the bastion known as St Lazarus Curtain in the 
vicinity of Fort St Elmo. Here the erection of the hospital was commenced in 1574 
under the title of the Holy Trinity during the time of Grand Master Jean de la 
Cassiere (1572-82). 
Originally the hospital - Palazzo dello spedale or Sacra Infermeria - was 
laid along the sides of the quadrangular courtyard (about 40 metres by 26 metres) 
which was later referred to as the Cortile di basso or Lower Courtyard. Two main 
wards were built at right angle to one another. The one fronting St Lazarus 
Curtain was later known as the Sala vecchia or Old Ward; the other one retained 
the name of Saletta or Samll Ward (23 metres by 11 metres) throughout the 
existence of the hospital. 
The other two sides of the quadrangle consisted of a series of small rooms on 
two floors. A covered balustrated upper passage run along these apartments at the 
level of the Old Ward. The Lower Courtyard has now been effectively converted 
into a skilfully designed and spacious theatre. 
The main portal of the hospital was on the North Street facade of the Old 
Ward opposite the esplanade of Fort St Elmo. 
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More rooms and wards were added in 1582-83 during the rule of Grand 
Master Hughes de Loubenx Verdalle (1582-95) . 
Visitors to Malta at this time testified to the good managment and orderly 
appearance of the Infirmary . Among the first foreign visitors to enthuse about the 
hospital was the German traveller Samuel Kiechel who was very favourably 
impressed by what he saw in 1586. 
The Englishman George Sandys, son of the Archbishop of York , was in 
Malta in 1610. He wrote that the Infirmary "doth merit regard not only for the 
building but for the entertainment (care) there given .... Served they (the sick) 
are by the junior knights in silver; and every Friday by the Grand Master 
accompanied with the Grand Crosses" (high dignitaries of the Order. )C4) 
The German Count George Albert of Erbach who was treated at the 
Infirmary in 1617, expressed his admiration for the excellent way in which the 
hospital was functioning'<5) 
On February 4, 1660 , the Order decided to enlarge the Infirmary ,(6) the first 
stone of the new section being laid by Grand Master Raphael Cotoner (1660-
63),<7) The work was completed by .1666 under the rule of his brother Grand 
Master Nicholas Cotoner (1663-80). The Old Ward was extended in the direction 
of Old Hospital Street , the new extension being known as the Sala Grande or 
Great Ward. The only mark of separation between it and the Old Ward were two 
altars placed back to back in that area where the Saletta joined the two wards at a 
right angle. The Old Ward and the Great Ward , therefore , formed one continuous 
hall - " a superb monument of architectural skill "(7) - later referred to as the 
Long Ward. 
This hall , measuring 155 metres in length , 10.5 metres in width and over 11 
metres in height , was at that time one of the largest in Europe forming one of the 
" grandest interiors in the world" .(9) Its wooden ceiling is "a magnificent example 
of sixte.enth century timber construction in Malta" being similar in design to the 
contemporary ceiling of the main rooms of the Magisterial Palace and of the 
Auberge de Provence'<'O) 
Its floor was paved with neat stone slabs. Along the walls at ground level are 
niches which served as latrines for the sick. Those in the Old Ward have 
rectangular recesses in the sides which seem to have been used as cupboards 
provided with a door as one can still see the grooves round the recesses in which 
the door-frame was fitted. . 
A row of windows on the wall bordering the St Lazarus Curtain provided light 
and air. At the far end of the hall , immediately below the ceiling are the coats-of-
arms of the Order of St John - the white cross on a red field - and of the Grand 
Master Gregorio Caraffa (1680-90) - three silver bars crossed by a green branch 
on a red field quartered with the cross of the Order. 
Apart from these escutcheons and the timber corbels supporting the wooden 
beams of the ceiling, the only other ornamental feature of the hall is a sculptured 
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Detail of the cross-vaulted ceiling of the Great Magazine Ward, now the La Valette Restaurant, with one of the bosses showing the 
-.) Lion Rampant, the heraldic emblem of Grand Master Jean de la Cassiere. 
baroque frame of stone-work surrounding an oval aperture low down on the right 
hand side of the end wall of the hall . The similar feature on the left is of very recent 
origin. Perhaps it would be unreasonable to expect more decorative details in a 
hall that was required to meet only one priority , i.e. to house as many patients as 
could be conveniently accommodated in as spacious an area as possible . 
The huge bare walls of the Long Ward were covered with.131 large pieces of 
woollen tapestry in winter. In the summer the tapestries were replaced by a set of 
paintings said to have been from the brush of Mattia Preti (1613-99) and which 
depicted episodes from the history of the Order of St John. By 1881 only one of 
these paintings was still extant - the canvas showing Grand Master Peter 
d ' Aubusson in the act of venerating the Relic of the right hand of St John the 
Baptist . This painting hung at the back of the hall .{lI) There were in all 85 paintings 
at the Infirmary including the altarp·ieces of the various wards at the time of the 
Order. 
Under the whole length of the hall, beneath ground level , runs the Sala del 
Magazzeno Grande or Great Magazine Ward with its exquisite cross vaulted 
ceiling and heraldic bosses at the centre points where the groins meet at the top. 
These bosses show in relief the Lion Rampart of Grand Master Jean de la Cassiere 
and the Cotton Plant of Grand Ma,sters Raphael and Nicholas Cotoner alternating 
with bosses bearing the Cross of the Order. On the walls are painted a series of 
numerals inside an ornamental cartouche topped by an open crown and ending in 
a pendant with the Eight-pointed Cross of the Order. Some of the numerals have 
faded or been defaced but several are still distinguishable. One of them, besides 
the number 114 has the capital letters L.D.F. It is not known what these numbers 
stand for but it may not be unlikely that they marked the beds that were ranged 
along the walls and the back of the magazine. It must be noted , however, that 
these numerals exceed the number of beds (109) contained in this ward in 1787.(12) 
On the wall on the right hand side there are also the remains of two small designs of 
sailing ships - a galley in one of the window recesses and a sailing vessel near the 
numeral 30. 
The Great Magazine Ward is reached by the gradual slope of a grand 
balustrated stairway that descends in two flights from near the northern end of the 
Long Ward. 
At a lower level, beneath the Great Magazine Ward, lies a further, almost 
equally long , stretch of basement with an unadorned ceiling supported on a series 
of stone arches that spring from the ground. Some parts of this basement are hewn 
out of the rock. It now houses the kitchen equipment of the restaurant: 
A French traveller who saw the Infirmary after these extensions were effected 
referred to the edifice, in 1673, as "one of the most beautiful in the world" . The 
Rev. Henry Teonge, in 1675, found the beds to be "extremely ne ate and kept 
cleane and sweet" while in the following year the London merchant Edward 
Brown spoke of the Infirmary as b~ing the "very glory of Malta". 
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In May 1679 a room was built for the reception of patients suffering from 
contagious diseases - as then understood - and in 1687 a hall was erected to 
hOllse the hospital library . This was at the time of Grand Master Gregorio Caraffa 
whose coat-of-arms, as already stated, tops the far end of the Long Ward. 
The earliest detailed eye-witness account of the Holy Infirmary belongs to 
this period. G. Wood, the clerk on board His Britannic Maj,esty's Ship Dragon 
visited the hospital in March 1687 and was captivated by what he saw. Having 
passed through the gate, he went by "the apothecary shop of the street, very well 
furnished" and the medical staff's quarters. He then entered a "square" court in 
the middle of which was a garden planted with orange and lemon trees. Thence he 
passed into another court which also had a number of citrus trees with their "sweet 
and fragrant smell coming fresh into every one of the wards" ranged around it . He 
then proceeded to a ward containing one hundred and thirty beds with curtains 
and valances . The heads of the beds stood in regular order against the wall on each 
side of the ward being placed "about four feet distant" from one another while 
between the two rows of beds there was "so much distance in the ward that twelve 
men could walk abreast with ease" . Though there were many patients, the 
atmosphere was "pleasant, sweet and clean". 
Mr G. Wood visited two other wards. In one of them, in additon to the beds 
ranged along the walls, there was a middle row of beds "standing endways by two 
and two together along the length of the ward" , the beds being furnished "very 
handsomely" but without curtains or valances. The patients in all these three 
wards were served by the knights in silver plate. 
The fourth ward that he saw was at a lower level (the Great Magazine) with 
one hundred and thirty-four trestle beds reserved for slaves. In spite of this great 
number of beds , it was kept so "clean and sweet that there was not the least 
noysome smell" to be felt in it. The last part to be visited was the kitchen which 
adjoined the Great Magazine. He was struck by its hustle and bustle. "There we 
saw the cooks at work", he says , "mighty busy dressing victuals" and the knights 
"hastening the cooks to get the victuals ready". There were numerous fowls and 
large quantities of meat and many basins, plates and dishes some of which were 
"very large being all plates in excellent good order and well kept". Mr G. Wood 
thus sums up his opinion of the Holy Infirmary:- "I may truly say I never saw so 
fine nor so cleanly a hospital in all my life" .(13) 
Important and extensive structural additions were carried out in 1712 during 
the rule of Grand Master Ramon Perellos y Roccafull. These comprised the 
so-called Upper Quadrangle (approximately 24 metres by 24 metres) which lies at 
an angle of forty-five degrees to the older part of the Infirmary building and on a 
plane of 10.5 metres above it. It was bounded by Hospital Street, North Street and 
Merchant Street with its main entrance or Porta principale opening on to the last 
street. It was surrounded by ranges of rooms along its four sides including a new 
pharmacy, with its laboratory, and residential quarters for its medical staff and lay 
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The Great Magazine Ward, part of which was turned into stables for the Mounted Police when the Holy Infirmary 
. fu~ctioned as the Malta Police Headquarters. . 
administrative officials. This new part became known as the Infermeria Nuova or 
New Infirmary. 
In the centre of the Upper Quadrangle stood a stone fountain decorated with 
the escutcheon of Grand Master Ramon Perellos y Roccafull, i.e. three golden 
pears on a black field quartered with crosses of the Order. It supplied water to the 
kitchen, the pharmacy and the laboratory. Two cisterns in this·courtyard provided 
water to other parts of the Hospital. 
From a corner of this court, two high arches lead to an interior landing with 
two cross vaults each of which has a central boss with a heraldic sign. The one on 
the left has a Fleur-de-lys and the other shows a crest consisting of three lozenges 
placed horizontally quartered with an eagle.(") The year 1862 is engraved on the 
rim. 
This landing communicates with two wide flights of stairs with a barrel shaped 
ceiling. The stairs on the right ascend in shallow treads to an upper floor. At the 
top of the stairs on the left wall there is a small arched niche which in the past 
contained the Sacred Oil for the annointing of the sick during the administration 
of Extreme Unction. ' 
Among the rooms that originally formed the upper floor was the Infirmarian's 
Hall or Apartment. The Infirmarian was the knight immediately responsible for 
the day-to-day administration of the hospital. His apartment was emblazoned with 
the coats-of-arms of eighteen Infirmarians who had governed the hospital from 
1681 to 1765 . These armorial bearings formed a colourful frieze that run beneath 
the ceiling along the walls of the hall. This part of the building was completely 
destroyed during World War 11 by air bombing.(I4) 
The other stairway descends to a corridor which led to the Cortile di basso or 
Lower Courtyard now roofed over and turned into the Republic Hall or theatre. 
Between the Lower and Upper Quadrangles, stood a further smaller 
courtyard of a triangular shape having a large ward abutting on Hospital Street. 
A further structure erected in 1712 was the Chapel of the Blessed Sacrament 
that occupied the external right angle formed by the junction of the Salena with 
the Great Ward and facing St Nicholas Street. From this chapel the viaticum or 
Holy Communion was conveyed to moribund patients lying in the nearby Saletta. 
Over the entrance to the chapel is the Latin inscription 
CUM PERCUSS I ASPICIENT SANABUNTUR 
NUM . CAP. XXI 
which means 'Whosoever being struck shall look on it shall live' . This is an allusion 
to the brazen serpent set up by Moses in the desert, as related in Numbers Chapter 
21, v .8, so that the Israelites who were bitten by serpents would look upon it and be 
healed. The brazen serpent was symbolical of Christ Crucified. 
12 
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Internally over the same entrance door is another Latin inscription:-
D.O.M. 
SACRAMENTORUM SACRAMENTO 
AD INFIRMORUM SALUTEM HONORIFICENTIUS SERVANDO 
SACELLUM HOC A FUNDAMENTIS EREXIT DICA VIT 
EM.D.M.M. FR.D. RAIMUNDUS DE PERELLOS ET ,ROCCAFULL 
ANNO DOMINI 1712. 
Freely translated it reads:-
His Eminence the Grand Master Raymond Perellos y Roccafull erected this 
chapel ·in 1712 for the preservation , in an honourable manner , of the Holy 
Sacrament in the service of the spiritual needs of the sick. 
In the spandrels beneath the dome are sculptured the heads and shoulders of 
the four evangelists. In the centre of the wall on your left is a small recess with the 
words OLEUM INFIRMORUM where the Sacred Oil for the administration of 
Extreme Unction for the dying was preserved. 
At the back of the Great Hall but not originally communicating with it stands 
an irregularly shaped block on two floors known in the past as the Falanga (or 
phalanque) which was built about 1596 and enlarged in 1636. It was meant for the 
reception of 'contagious' and venereal diseases (15). That part reserved for the 
treatment of syphilis was made up of two sections - the Stufa (literally stove) and 
the falanga proper. The stufa consisted of a basement chamber below ground level 
containing the fomo (literally the oven) where wood was burned to heat the rooms 
above it; three rooms on ground level where the patients lay while receiving the 
hot-air baths; and three further rooms on the first floor where the patients were 
taken to rest after their exposure to the hot-air treatment. The falanga proper 
comprised five rooms for patients having mercury in unctions for the same disease . 
In the area at the rear of the Infirmary, close to the falanga block, was the 
so-called Routa (Italian for wheel) . This was a room containing a contrivance 
consisting of a cot revolving on a vertical axis. This room communicated with the 
street outside by means of an aperture or window cut in the thickness of the wall 
towards St . Nicholas Street. Through this window unwanted babies or infants 
born out of wedlock, referred to as esposti and bastardi or foundlings in con-
temporary documents, were deposited inside the cot to be taken care of by the 
Infirmary staff. The whole apparatus was constructed in such a way that the 
person depositing the baby could do so without being seen from inside the hospital 
and without revealing his or her identity. The English philanthropist John 
Howard, who saw this contrivance in 1786, states that the Latin words IN-
F ANTIUM INCOLUMIT A TI were inscribed under the marble crown and cross 
of the Order set in one of the walls of the Great Magazine Ward (16). He also 
referred to the rooms, where the babies were kept until they were farmed out to 
foster-mothers, as the Foundling Hospital. By 1779 it had become the practice on 
the part of the hospital authorities to accept also the legitimate offspring of 
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mothers who had to wean their babies prematurely because of insufficiency of 
their breast-milk. In the twelve month period from 1787 to 1788 there were 212 
admissions of infants (17). 
Some more rooms were added to the Holy Infirmary in 1780. No further 
major reshapings of the building seem to have been effected until the end of the 
domination of the Order of St. John over Malta in 1798. 
There are indications that the Infirmary communicated with the sea shore 
below St. Lazarus Curtain by means of a covered way dug in the rock. It is on 
record that during excavation for laying down a sewerage system in the late 
seventies of the last century, workmen came upon a "chamber or passage origin-
ally , no' doubt , extending from below the hospital beneath the road to the beach 
but afterwards cut off by means of masonry" (18) . A passage at the back of the 
hospital was rediscovered recently during the restoration work carried out for the 
conversion of the Infirmary into a Congress Centre. A further passage, not far 
away , also came to light but its opening on the bastion face was walled up (19) . 
Distribution of wards and beds 
We have seen from the foregoing account that the Holy Infirmary complex 
was built at different periods over a span of more than two centuries (1574-1780) 
and , therefore , the arrangements of the wards and their accommodation varied 
from time to time . 
By 1787 its complement was 563 beds which could be increased to 914 in an 
emergency by placing 351 extra beds in the corsie or free middle space along the 
length of six of its largest wards. In its final shape at this time the pattern of its 
wards and the distribution of the beds was as follows:-
The Sala Grande or Great Ward or Sala dei Febbricitanti or Fever Ward with 
64 beds, the acute cases being ranged along one side and the chronic cases along 
the opposite side. The Sala Vecchia or Old Ward with 22 beds for the treatment of 
civilians , members of religious communities and pilgrims with medical illnesses. 
The Sala per i Feriti or Ward for the Wounded with two adjoining rooms for 
29 civilian surgical cases. 
The Saletta or Small Ward with 20 beds for moribund patients. No women 
were allowed to enter this ward or "even to approach it or any other place where 
dying men lay" even if these women happened to be close relatives of the patient. 
(20). The Sala di San Giuseppe or St. Joseph's Ward with 20 beds for sick convicts. 
The Sala Nuova or New Ward called also Sala per i Flussuanti or Dysentery 
Ward with 21 beds for patients suffering from intestinal disorders. 
Two Lithotomy Wards for patients operated on for the removal of bladder 
stones. This condition was much more common in those days than it is to-day . The 
famous Maltese surgeon Michel' Angelo Grima (1731-98) used to open the urinary 
bladder and remove the stones in two-and-a-half minutes. (21). The Sala dei 
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Cavalieri or Knights ' Ward with 19 beds for members of the Order of St. John 
labouring under medical ailments. 
Two Sale del Magazzino or Magazine Wards with a total of 36 beds. It is not 
known where these wards were located and for what type of patient they were 
reserved . It is likely , however , that these wards were in the basement and that they 
housed disturbed mental patients as will be noted further on. , 
The Palombara literally the Dovecote , so called because it consisted of a 
number of small rooms with 29 beds for 'contagious' or communicable illnesses 
such as tuberculosis and ringworm. 
Two rooms with 19 beds for members of the Order with surgical complaints. 
Two rooms with ten beds for civilian surgical cases. 
One room with eighteen beds for the mentally sick . In 1779, however, it was 
recommended that mental patients be transferred to a magazine that up to that 
time had been used for the storage of firewood as these individuals were a source 
of disturbance to other patients (22) . Very likely the place referred to was the rear 
end of the basement magazine with its windows opening on to the street level in 
Wells Street at the back of the Infirmary. Passers-by used to stop and watch the 
patients through these grated apertures and excite them to fury. In fact this part of 
Wells Street had earned the nickname of " Street of lunatics" (23) . 
A one-bedded room known as the Violino (literally the Violin). It is not 
known why it was so-called and for what purpose it was used. 
One three-bedded room referred to as the Keiser probably because here were 
the patients under treatment with Keiser Pills (acetate of mercury) administered 
in the eighteenth century for venereal diseases (24) . 
One eight-bedded room for the reception of sick men "not professing the 
Christian religion" . 
The Corsia (literally the Middle Row) with 15 beds. Its location and purpose 
are unknown. It could be a row of beds , placed end to end, in anyone of the large 
wards . 
The Sala del Magazzino Grande or Great Magazine Ward with 109 beds for 
sick galley-slaves; for invalid sailors and soldiers from the Order's land and sea 
forces; for a few disabled men "who deserved well of the Order" ; and a small 
number of shipyard workers. 
The Falanga or block for the treatment of infectious and venereal diseases 
had 120 beds. 
Some of the wards were provided with an altar. That of the Great Ward was 
dedicated to the Holy Trinity: of the New Ward to Our Lady of Mount Carmel and 
of the Ward for the Wounded to Saints Cosmas and Damian . The altarpiece 
depicting these two saints is now in the sacristy of St. John's Co-Cathedral and a 
copy is to be seen in the Main Hall of the Castellania Palace, now the Ministry of 
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The saletta as it appears to-day after its conversion into the Ellul Mercer Hall, 
Health, Valletta. Other wards had altars dedicated to St. Joseph, the Finding of 
the Cross and St. John the Baptist (25) . 
The distribution of the patients in the various wards shows that an attempt 
was made to classify the sick in accordance with the type of illness from which they 
suffered though social and religious considerations also dictated the distribution of 
the sick in particular wards such as the Wards for the Knights, the St. Joseph Ward 
for convicts, the Great Magazine Ward for galley-slaves and the room for those 
who did not profess the Christian religion. 
It is not now possible to spot the location of these wards except for the Great 
Ward, the Old Ward , the Small Ward, the Great Magazine Ward and the Falanga. 
The rest of the wards underwent structural alterations during the succeeding 
French and British tenure of the Infirmary while quite a number abutting on the 
Merchants Street site were destroyed during the devastating air raids of World 
War 11. It is on record that until about 1772 a model of the Holy Infirmary and of 
the Stufa (part of the Falanga), of wood and of cardboard respectively , were in 
existence but they cannot now be traced (26) . 
When the Holy Infirmary first opened its doors in the late sixteenth century, 
the provision of a single bed for each patient to lie in , which to-day we take for 
granted, was an unusual feature in European hospitals; so much so that even up to 
the eighteenth century patients in continental hospitals lay to or three in one bed. 
Instances of two male patients occupying the same bed at the same time occur in 
the records of the Hospital of San Pa610 of Florence in the second half of the 
sixteenth century (27) . In the Paris hospital Hotel Dieu, in 1515, the beds were each 
six feet long and four feet wide (approximately 1.8 metres by 1.2 metres) and in 
each of them were accommodated eight or ten or even twelve patients . These 
conditions in the Hotel Dieu persisted until at least 1781. Such a sorry state of 
affairs was never seen at the Holy Infirmary of Valletta where every patient had a 
bed all for himself, provided with woollen matresses and with canopies and 
curtains of various colours - green , blue, red and yellow; and blankets of the 
same hues. 
The Infirmary received male patients from Malta and Gozo of every class as 
well as foreigners of every nation and creed; non-Catholics, however, were not 
allowed to remain in the Great Ward for more than three days if they declined to 
receive religious instruction from the Chaplains. 
Towards the close of the eighteenth century , the number of the sick admitted 
into hospital was almost four thousand a year with a mortality of 8% (28) . All 
patients were enjoined to draw up their wills on admission. Many of these wills are 
still preserved in the Archives of the Order of St. John at the National Library at 
Valletta. 
Like contemporary churches, the Holy Infirmary enjoyed the privilage of 
sanctuary i.e . it gave asylum and protection to fugitives from the officers of the 
law . By the passage of time, however , offenders responsible for serious crimes 
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The Hall of the Infirmarian with the furnishings of the British period in the 19th cenrury. It was completely destroyed during 
I ·, the Second World War. 
such as murder, were excluded from the right of sanctuary. Those refugees from 
justice who were allowed to remain in the Infirmary were maintained there until 
they could be sent away from Malta on the first available ship that happened to 
leave the island. 
The Infirmary also gave hospitality to pilgrims going to the Holy Land. They 
were provided with food and lodgings until they were able to obtain a sea passage 
to the Levant (29) . 
Administration 
The Grand Master was supreme head of the administrative hierarchy of the 
Infirmary. Periodically he visited the hospital when he donned an apron to serve 
the sick and distribute the food to them with his own hands . 
Immediately next to him in status was the Grand Hospitaller which post was 
reserved to the Bailiff or head of the French Langue. This was one of the highest 
dignities in the Order's hierarchy. The French knights were so jealous of this 
privilege of administering the Infirmary that they "acknowledged no superior 
authority but that of the Grand Hospitaller" who alone was permitted entrance 
into hospital without leaving at the door the insignia of his office - a requirement 
to which all others of whatever rank were obliged to submit (30). Not even the 
Inquisitor was allowed to set foot inside the Infirmary without first obtaining 
permission; so much so that when in 1711 , his officials attempted to gain admission 
into the hospital they were unceremoniously thrown out. 
The Grand Hospitaller also enjoyed the right of selecting the Infirmarian or 
overseer who was entrusted with the actual direction of the hospital. The Infir-
marian, who also belonged to the French langue, resided in the Infirmary and had 
the duty, among others, of visiting the wards day and night to ensure that the 
attendants on the sick were at their posts, that the food was properly served to the 
patients and the beds kept neat and comfortable. 
Under the Infirmarian were two knights called Prud Hommes or comptrollers 
in charge of the expenditure of the hospital; their secretary (scrivano); a linciere, 
who was in charge of the linen , laundry and hospital equipment; a steward 
(bottigliere) in charge of the food supplies and the wine; and armourer (armoriere) 
who was responsible for the safe keeping and cleanliness of the silver plate. 
The sick knights and civilians were served in silver soup bowls, cups, spoons 
and plates. The slaves and convicts were supplied with pewter utensils which, like 
the silver vessels , were manufactured by Maltese silver smiths (3 1). This use of 
silver plate was dictated by the need to maintain the decorum of the Infirmary but 
the vessels were of such "plain workmanship as sufficiently proves that the 
magnificence was adopted from a motive of cleanliness and not as an object of 
luxury" (32) . 
This silver ware was presented to the Infirmary at various periods by the 
Langues of France, of Italy, and of Aragon and by the Common Treasury. When 
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the Order was still in Rhodes , the Aragonese knight Fra Giovanni de Villaragut, 
Castellano d'Emposta , had endowed the Infirmary with a yearly sum of money to 
meet the expense of what was needed for the comfort of the sick including the 
purchase of silver plate. It was for this reason that the crest of the Commandery of 
de Villaragut - probably a lion passant regardant - was chosen in 1684 to mark 
the Infirmary silver to facilitate its identification and safeguard against loss and 
pdfering (33) . 
By 1725 the hospital possessed one thousand and one hundred and fifty pieces 
of table silver but in 1795, owing to the financial straits of the Order, part of this 
plate was sold. 
The medical and nursing personnel. 
A well qualified and experienced medical and surgical group of men with 
training in Italy and France , staffed the hospital. In 1725 the professional per-
sonnel was organised as follows:- (a) Three resident senior physicians, (b) three 
resident junior physicians , (c) three resident senior surgeons , (d) two junior 
surgeons (prattici) , (e) six barber-surgeons (barberotti) and a phlebotomist for 
blood-letting who was helped by two assistants for the application of leeches , 
cataplasms and blisters. 
The pharmacy was run by a Chief Pharmacist who was helped by five 
apprentices (lavoranti); a Reader of Prescriptions (lettore di ricette) and a barber-
surgeon for the clysters (barberotto dei clisteri) . 
Nursing was carried out by a number of so-called servants or guardians (servi 
or guardian i) but the food was distributed and served by the knights and novices 
who waited upon the sick at meal times , each langue doing such duties on set days 
of the week according to a pre-arranged roster. 
The Holy Infinnary a teaching hospital 
The Holy Infinnary is intimately linked with the OrIgInS of the pre~ent 
Medical School of the' University of Malta. In fact it was beneath its roof that the 
School of Anatomy and Surgery was founded in 1676 by Grand Master Nicholas 
Cotoner. 
The study of anatomy was made obligatory for all medical students and for 
assistant surgeons who had to attend lectures and demonstrations during the 
whole year and carry out dissection on the cadaver. To facilitate the study of 
dissection it was ruled that the bodies of patients dying in the Infirmary were to be 
dissected by the teacher of anatomy. Few other hospitals in Europe provided such 
facilities for the study of anatomy in those days. 
At first dissection was carried out in the hospital itself but later on a dissection 
room was built in the graveyard that existed in the area between North Street and 
Fort St. Elmo. An Anatomical" Theatre replaced this room in 1794. It was a 
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"In this building was founded the School of Anatomy-and Surgery by Grand Master Nicholas Cotoner' 
on the 19th December 1676". 
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semi-circular building which stood on the site where the Evans Laboratories now 
stand and which remained in use by the Medical School of the University of Malta 
until 1942 when it was destroyed by the air bombardments of World War n. 
The Order of St. John leaves Malta 
The Order of St. John survived in Malta until the end of the eighteenth 
century. By then a band of noblemen, living on revenues derived from property in 
Europe and on the spoils seized in expeditions against the Turks and the poten-
tates of North Africa had become not only purposeless from the military and 
ideological viewpoint but also penniless. Inevitably the Holy Infirmary shared in 
the general impoverishment of the Order. It is no wonder, therefore , that its 
management earned the criticism of the English philanthropist John Howard in 
1786 for its lack of cleanliness and lax discipline of the attendants (34). It appears, 
however , that following Howard's visit there was a change for the better for when 
another English traveller saw the Infirmary four years later he wrote that the sick 
were being " treated with the utmost attention" (35) . However that may be the close 
of the eighteenth century sounded the deathknell of the Order of St. John in Malta 
when in 1798 it collapsed at the mere sight of General Napoleon Bonaparte and his 
troops when they appeared at the entrance of our Grand Harbour on the 10th June 
of that year. 
·25 
THE FRENCH INTERLUDE 
The Holy Infinnary becomes a military hospital 
A few days after their occupation of Malta , the French took over the Holy 
Infirmary for the exclusive use of their sick soldiers and sailors after the Maltese 
and other civilian patients were evacuated to a near-by building and church which 
was given the title of Hopital Civil. In this re-organisation two famous French 
medical men played an active role - the surgeon Dominique Jean Larrey (1766-
1842) and the physician Rene Nicolas Dufriche Desgenettes (1762-1837) both of 
whom passed through Malta with Napoleon and subsequently followed him in all 
his campaigns and battles including Borodino and Waterloo . 
The erstwhile Holy Infirmary thus embarked on a new career as a military 
hospital under the name of Grand Hopital or Hopital Militaire - a role which it 
continued to play until 1920. 
During the very short French occupation of Malta (1798-1800) , various 
structural alterations were carried out in the Infirmary with a view of improving its 
ventilation, sanitation and lighting such as the suppression of the Falanga and the 
opening up of communications between this building and the Great Ward . The 
paintings on the walls were taken down and the bed canopies and curtains were 
removed. It is likely that the two altars in the middle of the Long Ward were 
dismantled at this period. 
The French have been blamed for despoiling the Infirmary of its silver plate to 
melt it into coin for the payment of their troops (36) . Some of these items have 
survived, mostly belonging to the period of Grand Master Emanuel de Rohan 
(1775-97). They are marked with the lion passant regardant already mentioned 
and the letters OM possibly standing for Ospedale di Malta (37). 
When , on the 2nd September 1798, the Maltese in the countryside rose in 
arms against the French and blockaded them inside the fortifications of the three 
cities and Valletta the situation of the Grand Hopital became critical. Drugs and 
clothing were no longer available ; fresh meat was no longer to be had by Novem-
ber; and the water supply was cut off by the insurgents. The absence of green 
vegetables and fruits brought about vitamin deficiences shown in the great inci-
dence of scurvy and night blindness among the French troops. Phthisis and 
intestinal diseases also took their toll. The sick soldiers presented a most sorrowful 
aspect. The mortality that ensued in the Grand Hopital induced General Claude 
H.B. Vaubois, Commander-in-Chief of the French forces , to visit the hospital to 
ensure that there was no mismanagement and that every possible means were 
being employed to preserve the lives of his soldiers (38). 
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A reminder of the French occupation of Malta (1798-1800). Note the two 
escutcheons over the doorway defaced by order of Napoleon in an attempt to 
remove all traces of the Order of St John in the island. 
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The blockade was so tight that with only three days ' scanty bread rations fOl 
his garrison and citizens, Vaubois could no longer hold out against famine anc 
disease. He surrendered the island to the British forces on the 5th September 
1800. By then the Grand Hopital had bestowed its merciful services to over four 
thousand French troops out of a garrison of six thousand men . 
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THE BRITISH PERIOD 
The Station Hospital 
When the British military forces entered Valletta at the beginning of Septem-
ber 1800, three hundred fifty of their troops were sick and, following the evacua-
tion of the Grand Hopitalby the French, they o'ccupied the hospital for their ailing 
soldiers. It thenceforth become known as the General Hospital or Garrison 
Hospital or Station Hospital of Valletta. 
Not all the buildings of the erstwhile Holy Infirmary were initially used as a 
hospital by the British military forces . From an eye-witness account it appears that 
by December 1800 only the Wards round the Upper Courtyard were occupied by 
the sick of the several British regiments then in Malta. The rest of the hospital 
contained such "large airy halls and extensive chambers" that the number of beds 
then in use could be "quadrupled without inconvenience" (39) . 
In 1812 the number of patients were seldom more than thirty to forty. 
Occupancy was still low in 1821 by which time the Great Hall was turned into a 
rope-walk; the underlying Great Magazine Ward was turned into an apothecary 
store and other rooms were let out as stores to merchants. Only the building round 
the Upper Courtyard continued to function as a hospital. The pharmacy with its 
laboratory , inherited from the Knights of St. John, and the medical officers 
quarters still occupied their old sites. 
In 1830 the pharmacy and its laboratory were still intact. Dr. John Hennen , 
the Inspector General of Military Hospitals in Malta thus describes them:- "The 
pharmacy and laboratory are in the same state when the hospital was possessed by 
the Knights of the Order. They were both well adapted to their purpose and of 
ample dimensions. The pharmacy has a venerable appearance from the antiquity 
of pots and jars for the "medicines many of which are said to have been brought 
from Rhodes by the Knights. The laboratory contains the usual apparatus for 
distilling, making decoctions and extracts, expressing oils, preparing ointments, 
powders, etc., and has a never failing supply of water" (40). 
Until 1882 there were still at the pharmacy "curious old earthenware jars and 
metal fittings" including a pestle and mortar bearing the date 1710 near its base 
and the coat-of-arms of Grand Master Raymond Perellos y Roccafull. Apart from 
this mortar, no other specimens of the laboratory equipment have come down to 
us but contemporary documents record the type and quantities of glassware and 
other items purchased in the last quarter of the eighteenth century from Palermo, 
Naples, Venice and Marseilles (4 1). 
Five wards and a surgery on the first floor of the buildings surrounding the 
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" In this building the British Army Surgeon David Bruce together with Dr Ciuseppe Caruana Scicluna confirmed the existence of 
the microbe of undulant f ever in the human spleen in 1887". 
Upper Courtyard made up the regimental hospital of the corps quartered in 
Valletta. Another set of wards , capable of accommodating eighty beds, formed 
the ophthalmic division for the entire garrison of the island. 
Between the 1st June 1863 and the 16th June 1865 the hospital underwent 
substantial structural alterations with the aim of improving its sanitary state 
especially that of the Great Ward or Long Ward as it came to be called by now. Its 
windows, which up to this period were small and close to the ceiling, were opened 
downwards for more light and air. Additional ventilation was provided by the 
insertion of a series of inlets in the side walls for the entrance of fresh air ; and seven 
Muir's Ventilators were fixed in the roof. Three of these ventilators are still visible 
in that part of the timber ceiling towards the back of the ward . 
An open stone balcony stretching along part of the front facing St. Lazarus 
Curtain and affording an extensive view over the Grand Harbour was erected for 
convalescent patients. It was reached by a staircase from the ward at a point where 
the new door , opposite the Ellul Mercer Hall , now is. 
The private closets built in the wall recesses were removed and lavatories 
were constructed outside the wards. The stone floor was replaced by cement 
paving and the Long Ward was divided by partitions 4.5 metres high (42) . 
The Saletta or Small Ward or Short Ward was also divided by partitions by 
1882. The rooms surrounding the triangular court were occupied by the sick of the 
Malta Fencible Artillery (43) . 
The main portal (Porta Maggiore) on North Street was converted into an 
iron-grilled window which was later again opened up and restored to its original 
state as a door. 
Discovery of the microbe of Mediterranean or Undulant Fever 
(Brucellosis) 
The Station Hospital thrust itself suddenly on the attention of the world of 
medicine in 1887 when Surgeon (later Sir) David Bruce announced his discovery 
of the germ of Mediterranean Fever in the human spleen from the Station 
Hospital, Valletta, Malta where he was then a member of the staff as Army 
Surgeon (44) . 
He makes no reference to the existence of a bacteriological laboratory in the 
hospital; in fact it is not likely that a laboratory had been set up at that period for 
Bruce publicly acknowledged the help he received from the civilian Maltese 
Doctor Giuseppe Caruana Scicluna who supplied Bruce with the needed appara-
tus and also placed at Bruce's disposal the facilities of his (Caruana Scicluna's) 
laboratory outside the Station Hospital. The research work which Bruce pursued 
at the Station Hospital seems to have been carried out in his own living quarters. 
He states:- "As it had been found by experiment that the air of the mortuary was 
peculiarly rich in germs and that the inoculations made there were almost certain 
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to be contaminated I removed the spleen to a small room in my quarters , the door 
and window of which had been kept shut for some time to have a still condition of 
the atmosphere. Here I inoculated eight tubes" containing the nutrient material 
required for the growth of the germ (45) . 
It is not now possible to identify Bruce's room as he gives no indication as to 
its whereabouts . It is reasonable to. surmise , however , that the "small room" was 
in that part of the buildings surrounding the Upper Courtyard as it is known that it 
was there that the Medical Officers' Quarters were located. The only section in 
this area that has survived the ravages of war is the range of rooms with an open 
stone balcony overlooking the space previously occupied by the Upper 
Courtyard. Could it be that it was in one of these rooms (now used as offices) that 
Bruce had his quarters and inoculated the tubes from the tell-tale spleen? One 
wonders also where Bruce kept the animals - a monkey, two guineapigs , eight 
rabbits and nine mice - on which he continued his experimental inoculations the 
following year (46) . 
The care of Mediterranean Fever patients was, in those days , the gravest 
problem that the Station Hospital had to face. In the previous year one hundred 
and nine soldiers had been treated there for this illness with an average stay in 
hospital of eighty-three days and with four deaths. Besides these cases there were 
many others among the officers, women and children of the garrison of two 
thousand and two hundred troops (47) . 
The sick soldiers were housed in the three divisions - known as Ward 20, 
20A and 20B - of the Great Ward which came to be called 'the long valley' by the 
suffering patients. A remarkable change occurred in the Great Ward in 1906 when 
goats' milk was substituted by tinned milk after the Maltese doctor Sir Themi-
stodes Zammit had shown in the previous year that the germ of the fever was 
acquired by drinking infected goats' milk. There was a diminution in the incidence 
of cases of about 90% and by the beginning of 1909 there were no patients in the 
Great Ward so much so that Wards 20, 20A and 20B were turned respectively into 
a sitting-out room, a supper room and a dance hall for the Royal Army Medical 
Corps ball held in March of that year (48) . In view of the continuing scarcity of 
military patients it was also suggested that, as the British Army no longer needed 
such a vast place for its sick soldiers, the Station Hospital should be handed over to 
the Civil Government for the use of civilian patientS<49) . This transfer did not take 
place at this juncture. 
World War I 
The Station Hospital again came into the limelight during World War I with 
the first landings of troops at Gallipoli on the 25th April 1915 and their attendant 
rush of casualties. As the hospital was situated very near to the Grand Harbour it 
was within easy reach of the sick and wounded servicemen as they were brought in 
by British hospital s~ip~. For this reason the Station Hospital was mainly used as a 
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sorting base and also as a centre for dangerously ill patients that could not be 
moved any further. 
To accommodate all the casualties, the hospital had to be expanded to two 
hundred beds by renovating disused wards and bringing its sanitation up to-date. 
By the end of April the bed complement was increased to four hundred and forty 
after the Long Ward, that had fallen into disrepair since several years , was fitted 
up for the reception of patients by the Royal Engineers. In spite of these arrange-
ments, however, the Station Hospital could not cope with all the casualties that 
were brought to Malta during that conflict so much so that fourteen hospitals with 
over six thousand beds were in existence by June 1915 (50) . 
Police Headquarters 
The end of World War I saw the end of the Station Hospital. The erstwhile 
Holy Infirmary complex was taking on a new role, for the British military authori-
ties were giving it up to the Civil Government , the sick being removed to the newly 
built Mtarfa Hospital , beyond Mdina. 
Among the structural alterations carried out after this takeover , was the 
conversion of a section of the Great Magazine Ward into stalls for horses of the 
Mounted Police and the removal of the Perellos stone fountain from the Upper 
Courtyard and its relegation to a room in the basement. This fountain has now 
been lost. 
The Infirmarian's Hall was turned into the Police Officers' Mess . 
World WarII 
The Infirmary continued to function as Police Headquarters until May 1940 
when the building was evacuated by the Force because of the outbreak of World 
War n. 
During the ensuipg air bombardments of Valletta , four direct hits on the 
Infirmary made a shambles of the place . The most damaging were those of May 
1941 when the Upper Courtyard was hit and the Infirmarian's Hall with its 
frescoed heraldic coats-of-arms, the pharmacy and its laboratory were destroyed; 
and of April 1942 when aerial bombs went through the roof of the Long Ward and 
penetrated its floor and the underlying ceiling of the Great Magazine Ward down 
to the basement. 
When the destructive forces of war receded from our sky towards the end of 
the conflict, part of what· remained standing of the Long Ward was used as an 
entertainment centre for the allied troops and became known as the Command 
Hall . By 1950-51 it was turned into a Children's Theatre (53) under the name of 
Knights Hall and later as a school (1959) and an Examination Hall (53) . 
The task of reconstruction a~d repair was taken in hand in 1959 though an 
appeal for its restoration was launched in 1952 (54) . In 19(j() the work of restoration 
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was suspended owing to lack of funds. Repeated pleadings appeared in the press 
between 1960 and 1974 to complete its repairs in the shortest possible time. Its 
reconstruction was again resumed in mid-1975 but it was not until the end of 1978 
that energetic steps were taken to transform a scene of bleak sadness and derelic-
tion into an edifice of dignified and gracious character and old world charm (55) . 
Its inauguration as the Mediterranean Congress Centre tqok place on the 
11th February 1979. . 
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THE HOLY INFIRMARY RESTORED 
Restoration and revival 
What has survived of the external structure of the Holy Infirmary presents an 
austere and sober appearance. Its few decorqtive features consist of stone mould-
ings framing the windows and a simple cornice crowning the roof line of the wall on 
St. Lazarus Curtain punctuated at intervals by projecting stone water-spouts. 
An open balustrated stone balcony, running along a section of the same 
facade, fuses harmoniously with the rest of the building and forms a point of 
special interest to the otherwise plain expanse of a very long facade. 
The North Street elevation has a panelled pillar at each end. It is topped by a 
triangular pediment with a centrally placed arched window and with its base 
resting on the continuation of the cornice already mentioned . Below this cornice is 
another centrally placed arched window. At ground level is the main portal of the 
Infirmary surmounted by an arched hood supported on consoles at each end. 
A commemorative marble tablet with .a Maltese inscription is set high up in 
the wall on each side of the main portal. The one on the right reads:-
F'DAN IL-BINI TW AQQFET 
L-ISKOLA TAL-ANATOMUA U KIRURGIJA 
MILL-GRAN MASTRU NIKOLA COTONER 
19 TA' DICEMBRU 1676 
(In this building was founded the School of Anatomy and Surgery by Grand 
Master Nicholas Cotoner on the 19th December 1676) 
The tablet on the left is inscribed:-
F'DAN IL BINI 
IL KIRURGU TAL-ARMATA NGLIZA DAVID BRUCE 
FLIMKIEN MAT-TABIB GUZEPPI CARUANA SCICLUNA 
IKKONFERMA L-EZISTENZA TAL MIKROBU 
TAD-DENI RQIQ 
FIL MILSA TAL-BNIEDEM FL-1887. 
(In this building the British Army Surgeon David Bruce together with Dr 
Giuseppe Caruana Scicluna confirmed the existence of the microbe of undulant 
fever in the human spleen in 1887). 
The main architectural item on the rest of the North Street front is another 
smaller doorway over which are two stone escutcheons. Their armorial bearings 
cannot now be identified as they have been defaced, probably during the French 
37 
The rear part of the roof of the Long Ward. A stone carving on a pillar showing the 
Cross of the Order of St John in a shield surmounted by a cherub. 
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occupation (1789-1800), when other heraldic insignia of the Order of St John 
suffered the same fate. The one on the left, however , still bears the outline of the 
cross of the Order. T he one on the right has the faint margins of the quarterings of 
the cross of the Order but no heraldic emblems can be distinguished in the other 
parts of the escutcheon . 
T he rear facade of the Long Hall is concealed from view by the Falanga 
building which , in away, mars the appearance of the back frontage of the 
Infirmary. This rear elevation seems to have been designed on simi lar 
arch itectural lines as the North Street frontage when the Old Ward was extended 
in the seventeenth century and before the Falanga block encroached upon it . In 
fact a pediment and the uppermost part of a panelled pillar can still be seen. An 
interesting feature of this pillar is a damaged stone carving showing the cross of the 
Order in a shie ld surmounted by a cherub. 
That part of the roof behind the rear pediment still retains the original pitched 
covering - one of the few in Malta - laid over with semi-cylindrical tiles of 
Sicilian manufacture: (56) This part of the roof is reached by a spiral staircase built in 
the thickness of the wall , at the far end of the Long Hall . 
T he ad joining roof of the Falanga sti ll has the stone chimneys with their flue s 
that once communicated with the kitchen in the basement and with the stove-
chamber of the Falanga respectively. 
T ho ugh no plans or accounts survive to provide us with the name of the 
architect of the building of 1574, the original edifice of the Holy Infrmary has been 
attributed o n stylistic grounds to the Maltese architect Girolamo Cassar (1520-86) 
who was responsible for the designs of many of the buildings ofYalletta . In its final 
shape the Holy Infirmary was the product of more than one architect as it was 
modified and added to over a number of years. The identification of the other 
architects who planned the later additions to the Infirmary complex has also not 
come down to us. 
Although bereft of. exuberant ornamentation , the total effect of the exterior 
of the Holy Infirmay with its robust masonry , the balanced proportions of its mass 
and the harmo nious relations to its surroundings makes an immediate and 
aesthetically satisfying impact on the onlooker.· 
The planning behind the present reconstruction and restoration of those parts 
of the Infirmary that have survived the catastrophic air attacks of World War II has 
been dictated by the policy of conserving what has remained of the ancient 
building and at the same time rehabilitating it for a new present-day need. This has 
been achieved by a blending of bold imaginative thinking and a sensitive 
appreciation of traditional and historica l values. It is no wonder that this 'superb 
restoration ' has won for Malta the Europa Nostra Award in 1979. 
The Long Ward is now the spacious and magnificent Exhibition Hall; The 
Small Ward is the Ellul Mercer Hal}; the Lower Courtyard has been roofed over 
and turned into the Republic Hall; the section along North Street houses the 
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Vassalli Hall and the Dimech Hall. The rest of the building contains Boffa Hall 
and Mizzi Hall. 
The Great Magazine Ward has now been very tastefully transformed into the 
La Vallette Restaurant , its artificial lighting imparting a pleasant visual appeal to 
its ribbed vaulting. Its walls have been stripped of numerous layers of battle-ship 
grey paint revealing the remains of the series of numerals that have already been 
remarked upon. The cement floor has been replaced by Malta marble slabs and 
the niceties of the sculptured bosses in the ceilings have been uncovered and freed 
from thick layers of plaster. 
The Falanga building has escaped the ravages of war and with some 
modifications is now functioning as the Catering School. 
This conversation of the Holy Infirmary into the Mediterranean Congress 
Centre has been lovingly carried out to the highest standards with emphasis on the 
original masonry , on the mellowness of age and venerability of the ancient edifice 
and the retention of an evocative sense of continuity with the past. Indeed the 
overall effect of its transformation, its dignified character and serene atmosphere 
embody the aspirations of the Maltese people of to-day - the peaceful co-
existence and cooperation with the rest of mankind through communication, 
mutual understanding, tolerance and whole-hearted help. 
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